Dating Chronicles and the
Purpose of Chronicles’

by Jonathan Dyck

Introduction

he problem of the date of Chronicles has not attracted the

sort of attention that perhaps the dating of the Pentateuch

has done. The relative dating of Chronicles vis-a-vis the Pen-
tateuch and Samuel-Kings was established early on in modern re-
search and its comparative lateness continues to be an assured
result of criticism.

The absolute dating of Chronicles begins well in that the up-
per and lower limits for the period of time within which the book
as a whole had to have been written are well established and rela-
tively uncontroversial, but this “hard” evidence leaves us with a
considerable scope of time, roughly two hundred years. I cannot
now report any recent progress in this regard for no new evidence
is at hand. What I want to do in this paper is to explore the rela-
tionship between the dating of Chronicles and the reconstruction
of the Chronicler’s purpose.

All attempts to be more specific about the date of Chronicles
hinge on the relative plausibility of their respective hypotheses re-
garding purpose. One could even go so far as to say that there is
no debate about dating; the debate is about purpose and atten-
dant occasion. What interests me is the way scholars construe
purpose, specifically the relationship between purpose and set-
ting. The argument to be developed here is that inadequate con-
cepts of purpose have led us down dead ends in terms of dating
Chronicles. The proposal of this paper is thus in the first instance
a negative one, namely that it is more difficult to establish pur-
pose and, from that, occasion, than has hitherto been recognized,
because purpose is a more complex notion than it may appear.
On the positive side what I am arguing is that a better understand-
ing of purpose allows us to continue to explore the relationship
between life and literature without falling into the trap of pursu-
ing more chronological precision for very little gain.
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Relative and Absolute Indicators of Date

Before moving on to the issue of the relationship between
purpose and date, let us review briefly the evidence as we have it
for the relative and absolute date of Chronicles. The relative date
of Chronicles in the context of the Old Testament was the interest
of the first generations of critical scholars. Following Wilhelm de
Wette it is still generally agreed that the Chronicler used Samuel-
Kings as his main source and hence post-dates those books. 2 Be-
sides Samuel-Kings it can be demonstrated that the Chronicler
used parts of the Pentateuch and Joshua. This is most obvious in
the genealogies where the lists of names and places, beginning
with Adam and extending out from him to all the nations of the
world and from Israel (Jacob) to “all Israel,” are derived from
lists found in Genesis, Numbers, and Joshua. The Chronicler
also presupposes Pentateuchal (Priestly and Deuteronomic) leg-
islation in his historical treatment of the cult, though he does ex-
ercise a degree of independence in ascribing cultic legislation to
David (as it relates to the Levites in particular).

Chronicles, thus, post-dates both the Pentateuch and the
Deuteronomistic History; in other words, Chronicles is post-
exilic. The date assigned to Chronicles, relative or absolute, also
depends on one’s view of the composition history of the book. If
one does not assume the unity of the work as it stands, the whole
dating procedure becomes more complex. The variety of literary
material — genealogy, lists and narrative — incorporated in the
final form of Chronicles are as it were, susceptible to source and
redaction critical analyses The hypothesis of alarger Chronistlc
History incorporating Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah® compli-
cates the picture even more with regard to the process of compo-
sition while at the same time narrowing the time frame for the
composition of the final form.

The notion of a Chronistic History necessitates at the earliest
a late fifth century date for the final form if one takes the order of
Ezra and Nehemiah's missions as given, or slightly later if one
doesn’t.® If, on the other hand, one posits a long process of com-
position reaching back in time beyond Ezra and Nehemiah, then
the Chronistic History hypothesis alone does not affect the termi-
nus a quo.

The trend in recent research, however, is to treat Chronicles
as a relatively unified and independent work. If, for the purposes
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of this paper, we accept this as the starting point, then the abso-
lute date for the final form Chronicles can be established as fal-
ling between 400 and 200 B.C.E.

Regarding the terminus a quo the following data are relevant,
starting with the earliest historical reference: 2 Chr. 36:20 refers to
the beginning of Persian rule and 1 Chr. 9:1 refers to the exile of
Judah.” The list of residents of Jerusalem that follows (1 Chr.
9:2ff) parallels the list found in Neh. 11:3-19 and while a good case
can be made that the Chronicler used Nehemiah as his source,
there is still the possibility that both depend on an earlier common
source. These two texts bring us into the post-exilic period.

1 Chr. 29:7 mentions, anachronistically, ten thousand “dar-
ics” ("dricnym) for the service of the temple. The Persian daric was
first minted by Darius I around 515 B.C.E. to which one would
have to add a certain amount of time for the daric to become
widely used and for the Chronicler to refer to it 1n an anachronis-
tic way, which woould be the early fifth century

A less direct and hence more controversial text brings down
the termius a quo even further. The genealogy of Jehoiachin (1
Chr. 3:17-24) is, unfortunately, corrupt and may refer to any-
where between seven and ten generations after Jehoiachin. If we
take the minimum of seven generations after Zerubbabel and
multiply by twenty years per generation, the genealogy extends to
the latter half of the fifth century, or ca. 430 B.C.E.

A late fifth century date has also been supported by Polzin’s
study of late biblical Hebrew. He puts the language of Chronicles
in the same phase of development as Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther,
and Daniel, showing the closest affinity to the Ezra and the non-
Nehemiah Memoir material.®

The following data are relevant for the terminus ad quem.
Eupolemus, a Jewish historian of the mid-second century B.C.E.
cites the LXX of Chronicles. Ben Sira’s portrayal of David (Sir.
47:8-10) appears to be based on Chronicles. In particular, the
reference in verse 9 to David’s placing singers before the altar cor-
responds with the Chronicler’s account of the organization of the
cult (1 Chr. 15-16). This would necessitate a late third century
B.C.E. date at the latest.

The two main options within this two hundred year span
from 400 to 200 B.C.E. are the last century of Persian rule or the
first century of Hellenistic rule. In the last few decades, only Peter
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Welten has tried to make a case for a Hellenistic date on the basis
of what he felt was more or less concrete evidence. He cites, for ex-
ample, details in the Chronicler’s building reports which, he ar-
gues, necessitate a Hellenistic date on archeological grounds
Welten also argues that the organization of the military divisions
into heavy and light infantry (2 Chr 14:7 [ET v. 8]) presupposes a
similar practice of the Greeks.!! Both these arguments are un-
convincing in that (1) the archeology of pre-Hasmonean Jerusa-
lem is fairly controversial to say the least, and (2) Greek
mercenaries were used by both Egyptian and Persian armies
since the sixth century.

His main argument, however, concerns the reference to some
sort of defensive equipment in 2 Chr. 26:15. Welten translates
hi$8ébonét as “catapults” for shooting arrows and large stones.
The catapult was invented around 400 B.C. and to Welten’s mind
would not have been widely known in Palestine until after Alexan-
der’s conquests. 12 This translation is, however, debatable.
Yadin, for example, argues that this word refers to some sort of
platform which facilitates the shooting of arrows and the drop-
ping of large stones. 13

Thus, it would appear that no conclusive evidence is forth-
coming from Chronicles which would allow us to decide in favour
of one of the two main periods. The majority of recent interpret-
ers favour a late Persian period date on the basis of, among other
things, the lack of Hellenistic influence in Chronicles. Attempts to
specify the date on Chronicles any further involve reconstructing
the Chronicler’s purpose.

Date and Purpose

In the following I will discuss a number of examples of recon-
structions of the Chronicler’s purpose that have been used to
postulate a specific occasion for the writing of Chronicles. I will
demonstrate how these reconstructions are inadequate in sub-
stantive and conceptual terms and, as such, are irrelevant or un-
usable for the purpose of dating.

Since my argument centres on the very notion of “purpose” —
how it has been defined, or for that matter been left undefined —I
begin by examining the concept itself. The word “purpose” is used
by biblical scholars to describe a number of things, from what a
composition such as Chronicles is actually saying to the author’s
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motives for saying it. This lack of differentiation in what we mean
by purpose is compounded by a lack of theoretical sophistication
regarding the relationship between author, text, and context.
What is needed is, in my view, a more sophisticated concept of
purpose which draws from a social theoretical treatment of the
problem. I take my cue from Mark Brett's discussion of the
equally undifferentiated and notorious concept of “authorial in-
tention.”* Brett!'® suggests that we divide the notion of authorial
intention into two parts: communicative intentions and motives.
The communicative intentions of an author refer to the verbal
meaning of the text. In order to answer the question, “What is the
author trying to say?” one needs to attend to the language and
genre of a text in its historical situation. Motive, obviously
enough, refers to the reasons why something is said. Motives “lie
behind” and are prior to communicative intentions. 16 A clear ex-
ample of the distinction between communicative intentions and
motives is lying. In a lie, the motive is not part of the communica-
tively intended verbal meaning, 17 Were we to identify the author’s
intended meaning with the verbal meaning alone, our under-
standing of what is being said and what it means would be re-
stricted from the start. Furthermore, our assessment of the
reason why the author said what he did would be limited to those
motives which could be harmonized with the verbal meaning of
the text. This approach would, by definition, preclude us from
recognising the motive to deceive which lies behind the lie, the
recognition of which is essential to our understanding the lie as
such. Assessing motive requires more than an understanding of
what is said; it requires a knowledge of the context of utterance
or, in our case, the context of writing. When scholars speak of the
Chronicler’s purpose they are usually referring to a combination
of all three elements: communicative intention, motive, and con-
text of production.

Left undifferentiated, these three things tend to coalesce and
are treated as aspects of the same thing. What Brett argues, fol-
lowing the new critics, 18 is that these are different though related
things.

One can visualize this analytical point and extend it further by
thinking of communicative intention, author’s motives, and con-
text of production as three intersecting circles. The areas of inter-
section indicate that the writing of a text involves, necessarily, an
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author and a context. The areas of non-intersection indicate first
of all the gap that exists between what the text actually says and
the author’s motives, as illustrated by the lie. There is also a gap
between the author’s motives and the context of the text’s produc-
tion. This point derives from a basic postulate of sociology which
is that the individual is always acting, speaking, or writing within
a particular context — linguistic, literary, cultural, historical, and
institutional — which he or she did not create and cannot com-
pletely control or understand. An individual acts with certain in-
tentions, motives, and meanings and, to a greater or lesser
degree, in accordance with established conventions, but cannot
control the consequences of his or her actions. Thus, the inter-
preter can consider each of these aspects in relative isolation or
in certain combinations.

Applying this to the issue at hand, interpreters of the Chroni-
cler’s purpose have tended to link communicative intention, con-
scious motive, and context without considering the gap that may
exist between them. They have not, by and large, considered the
gap that may exist between social functions of the text in its con-
text which, as it were, circumvent the author’s motives and inten-
tions or which pertain to what is not said as much as to what is
said. Their reconstructions of the Chronicler’s purpose are thus
hampered from the outset by conceptual constraints.

1. Compositional Development: Freedman, Cross,
and Newsome

I'begin with the clearest example of a precise date being set on
the basis of a particular understanding of the Chronicler’s pur-
pose. David Freedman, followed by Frank Cross and John New-
some, has sought to establish a link between the centrality of
David in Chronicles and the political situation at the time of Ze-
rubbabel and Jeshua.!® The narrative of 1 Chr. 10 ff. has two key
and interrelated themes: David (and his dynasty) and the temple.

The two themes are so closely linked that the reigns of David
and Solomon are dominated by the building of the temple and the
establishment of its cult. In Freedman’s terms, “the principle ob-
jective of the Chronicler was to write a history of the dynasty of
David, not primarily in terms of its historical and political
achievements... but [in terms of] its accomplishments in relig-
ious and cultic areas.”2° This interest in the Davidic dynasty
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contrasts sharply with the account of Ezra’s and Nehemiah'’s mis-
sions. The prayer of Ezra (Neh. 9:6-37) mentions the Exodus, the
wilderness wanderings and the conquest but not David and his
achievements.

The only plausible setting, argues Freedman, is one which
combines these two interests, David and temple; in other words
the time of the restoration under Zerubbabel and Jeshua (Haggai
and Zechariah).

Freedman'’s thesis presupposes (but does not prove) that the
genealogies of 1 Chr. 1-9 are secondary. Cross sought to
strengthen Freedman'’s hypothesis in this regard via a character-
istically complex reconstruction of the history of the Chronistic
History. The details of his reconstruction are not of interest at
this point,21 for what interests me most is their method of inter-
pretation. Regarding the communicative intent, neither Freed-
man nor Cross ask whether the text as it stands makes sense.
Recent studies of the genealogies suggest that it was an integral
part of the Chronicler’s history,22 and not a later addition. Nor
have they taken into account the reference to darics in 1 Chr.
29:7. More important, however, is their treatment of motive.
They argue that the Chronicler is trying to legitimate both the
temple and the Davidic dynasty. This seems to imply that those
topics which are mentioned the most are to be directly connected
to particular motives. They do not ask the more fundamental
question of how legitimacy is established via historical narratives
in the first place.

What is the relationship between past and present as it relates
to the text and to the context? If the Chronicler wanted to legitimate
the second temple alone, what better way than to appeal to the
golden age of its origins. If the Chronicler wanted to assert the sec-
ond temple’s claim to the loyalty of all Israel, what better way than
to tell the story of the united monarchy as the Urzeit of Israel. I
mention these other possibilities in order to highlight the range of
considerations that have to be made in ascribing purpose.

2. The Anti-Samaritan Hypothesis: Noth and
Rudolph

Charles Torrey,23 writing at the turn of the century, was the
first to argue that the Chronicler had a polemical anti-Samaritan
purpose in writing. The concern for the Temple in Jerusalem is to
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be understood within the context of the struggle between the Je-
rusalemite and Samaritan communities. Torrey’s understanding
of this situation derives from Josephus’ account of the Samaritan
priesthood, namely, that it derived from the Jerusalemite Eriest-
hood following a schism in the late fourth century B.C.E.

Noth's?® influential study of Chronicles helped to establish
the anti-Samaritan hypothesis as a mainstream hypothesis in the
middle of this century. Noth was confident that, quite apart from
the evidence of conflict between these two communities found in
Ezra-Nehemiah, the overall plan of the Chronicler’s history (the
fact that he begins his history with David, that fact that he empha-
sises the divine nature of the Davidic kingdom (2 Chr 13:4ff), and
the fact that he all but ignores the history of the northern king-
dom) could lead to “no other conclusion than that Chr.’s [sic] cen-
tral concern was to demonstrate the legitimacy of the Davidic
dynasty and of the Jerusalem temple as Yahweh'’s valid cult cen-
tre.”26 “The opposition whom the Chronicler had in view can only
have been the Samaritan community with a cult of their own on
Mt. Gerizim."%” The history of the North is passed over because it
is an illegitimate kingdom.

The anti-Samaritan hypothesis runs into trouble on a
number of levels. First, at the level of what the text actually
says, it is not at all obvious that the Chronicler had no positive
interest in the North. One observes, for example, that, in con-
trast to Samuel-Kings, the Chronicler says nothing at all about
the foreign origins of the Samaritans. Quite to the contrary, the
Chronicler has Hezekiah invite all Israel (and this is after the
Assyrian invasion) to celebrate the Passover in Jerusalem (2
Chr 30). Second, we know very little about the early history of
the Samaritan community and its cult on Mt. Gerizim. Jose-
phus is not to be taken at face value regarding the origins of the
Samaritan temple and archeological research has failed to turn
up evidence of a sanctuary which might rival in any way the
Temple in Jerusalem.

This leads us to the third and most significant problem with
this hypothesis. Torrey and Noth’s concept of purpose all has to
do with the motives of the individual acting within the context of
conscious political snggle. It would appear that legitimation is
to be explained with reference only to competing communities
and institutions and their rival claims. One wonders if
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legitimation is not also an aspect of institutional structures and
hierarchies within a society.

3. The Chronicler as Inclusivist: Williamson

The Chronistic History and anti-Samaritan hypotheses have
suffered areversal on a number of fronts in the last decades. Both
Sara Japhet and Hugh Williamson have argued that Chronicles
should be treated as a separate and substantially unified work.
They argue this case on the basis of literary and linguistic evi-
dence, but also by examining more closely the Chronicler’s atti-
tude toward the North. Taking Williamson as representative of
this approach, he argues that the use of the term “Israel” in
Chronicles is not exclusivist. When it is applied to Judah, as in 2
Chronicles 11:3 (all Israel in Benjamin and Judah), the Chroni-
cler was merely leveling the score between the North and the
South, for the term “all Israel” had already been applied to the
Northern Kingdom in 2 Chronicles 10:16. The Chronicler wanted
to show that the term “all Israel” could be used for either king-
dom.?® In extending its usage to include Judah, the Chronicler
did not intend “to exclude or contrast with the Northern King-
dom, but to make a positive point that there was to be found in
Judah an unbroken continuation of the Israel of earlier days.”29
Noth and others, argues Williamson, have not paid enough atten-
tion to the “all Israel” perspective which he maintains throughout
the book, notwithstanding the Chronicler’s condemnation of the
northern kingdom.

Williamson believes that this contrasts sharply with Ezra-
Nehemiah’s attitude toward the residents and the North (see Ezra 4:
1-3) and that this can be explained in terms of internal division
within the posj-exilic community. Whereas Ezra-Nehemiah repre-
sents the viewpoint of an exclusivist group, the Chronicler repre-
sents a middle way between the exclusivists and the assimilationists
as it relates to intermarriage and the Temple. According to William-
son, the Chronicler believes that “a faithful nucleus does not exclude
others, but is a representative centre to which all the children of Is-
rael may be welcomed if they will return.”:.30

The Temple theme is, thus, not to be understood in terms of
legitimation and polemic but rather in terms of its function as a
focus of identity; it is not “a litinus test of an orthodoxy that would
exclude the non-conformist but rather a focus of unity for the
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people of Israel as a whole.”3!

In regard to communicative intent, Willilamson has suc-
ceeded in swinging the pendulum toward a more realistic assess-
ment of what the Chronicler was trying to say. But one wonders if
he has not swung the pendulum too far in the other direction.
Granted, the Chronicler does maintain an all Israel perspective,
but is this interest in the identity of Israel through time not also
always coupled with an internal hierarchical structure centred on
Jerusalem and the Temple? Identity and legitimacy go hand in
hand in the narrative and so too should our interpretation of
them. How does the Chronicler identify Israel? What is Israel’s
story? What is its internal dynamic? What is its future? What role
does the Temple have in this story? Is it crucial? Is is central?

This leads us to his treatment of the Chronicler’s motives and
context. Whose concept of identity is this? Who could ascribe to
it? Does it serve a particular interest or stem from a particular
point of view? In Williamson’s interpretation, the Chronicler is an
individual who is surprisingly nonpartisan in his approach and,
seemingly, quite unaffected by internal political and religious
conflict; he is someone who, despite his predominant interest in
the validity of Jerusalem and her temple, is able to act as broker
between two rival groups. The Chronicler is thought of as inter-
acting with his social context, but still as master of his own ideas,
intentions, and motives. Williamson situates the Chronicler be-
tween the missions of Ezra and Nehemiah and the much later
composition of Ezra 1-6 on the basis of clear-cut and unambigu-
ous political agendas. Ezra and Nehemiah express a moderate to
strong exclusivism which the Chronicler tried to modify in the di-
rection of a greater inclusivism. This having failed, the exclusivist
tendency grew more extreme, leading to the Samaritan schism.
One wonders whether or not the Chronicler’s inclusivism is really
all that different from the exclusivism that we find in Ezra-
Nehemiah. Is not this same exclusivism maintained by the
chronicler in terms of a heirarchy? The Chronicler’s history is, af-
ter all, all about a contemporary institution with enormous so-
cial, economic, and political significance. We therefore have to
ask about the role of the Second Temple in Judean society and in
the region in general. How does the Chronicler’s ideology of iden-
tity and legitimacy link up with what we know of Judean society in
the fourth and third centuries B.C.E.? What were the interests of
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the Temple and those in control of it? For who is both identity and
legitimacy important?

It would, of course, require another paper or two to answer
these questions, but my own assessment of the Chronicler’s mo-
tives and the function of his history in its context can be summa-
rised as follows. Starting with the legitimacy theme, I would argue
that the Chronicler, in portraying Jerusalem as the centre of all
Israel, is asking his audience to imagine Jerusalem as the centre
of a nation, not just a small cultic community within an empire.
Whereas the author or authors of Ezra-Nehemiah exhibit a defen-
sive posture, the Chronicler articulates a more confident under-
standing of Jerusalem’s role as the centre of Israel. In
comparison to Ezra-Nehemiah, the Chronicler recognises an op-
portunity for his community to expand its horizons, to claim its
rightful place over Israel.3?

Implications for the Dating of Chronicles

The overall implication of these proposals for dating Chroni-
cles is that the two questions, purpose and date, must be disen-
tangled and must remain disentangled until we have reached an
adequate understanding of the Chronicler’s purpose. William-
son’s relative chronology is as untenable as Freedman's because
both of them operate with a concept of purpose that cannot deal
with the complexity of the the relationship between text, author,
and context. What then are the implications of my reconstruction
of the Chronicler’s purpose for dating?

The contrast between the Judean community before and after
the terminus a quo and terminus ad quem is instructive. The
post-exilic community was originally a small minority commu-
nity that had to struggle to maintain its identity and secure its
place in Palestine. The Jewish community of the second and first
centuries B.C.E. was, by contrast, dominant in the region.
Chronicles lies somewhere in the middle between these two ex-
tremes, and it is my view that the Chronicler’s history anticipates,
ideologically, the successes of the Maccabeans in establishing Je-
rusalem as a city and Temple without rival in the region. Did he
write this history in the late Persian period or in the Ptolemaic pe-
riod? In the context of the development of the Jewish theocratic
community of the Second Temple period it may not be all that sig-
nificant which of these two options is the right one.
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Noth, Chronistic History, pp. 101.
Williamson, Israel, p. 109.
Williamson, Israel, p. 107
Williamson, Israel, p. 139.

H. Williamson, “The Temple in the Books of Chronicles,” in Templum Amici-
tae (Sheffield, 1991), p. 21. He describes the occasion of the writing of
Chronicles as follows (“Temple,” p. 30):
During the earlier reforms of Ezra and Nehemiabh, it is clear that there
were at least two groups in Jerusalem. Particularly amongst the priests
and aristocracy, there were those who favoured a fully open attitude to
other inhabitants of the land, whether truly Israelite or not. On the other
hand, the reform party took a rigourously exclusive view for ideological
reasons. During the decades which followed, attitudes vacillated, but
tended on the whole to polarize. The Chronicler’s programme for recon-
ciliation in the mid-fourth century BC failed, and not long after a group
of assimilationists found themselves forced out. What was more natural
than that they should remove to the ancient site of Shechem to establish
a new community more truly representative of Israel as they saw it?
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When eventually they found themselves able to build a temple, the
author of Ezra 1-6 compiled his polemical response, asserting em-
phatically the legitimacy of the Jerusalem sanctuary alone.

Williamson has schematized the history of the period as an ever-increasing di-
vision between assimilationists and separatists. Interestingly enough, Wil-
liamson retains the notion of the Judean origins of the Samariton cult on Mt.
Gezer. See Noth, Chronistic History, p. 104 and A. Alt, “Zur Geschichte der
Grenze zwischen Judea und Samaria,” in Kleine Schriften zur Geschichte
des Volkes Israel, Il (Miinchen: 1953), pp. 346-62. I would turn this around
and see in the history of Second Temple Judah an earlier exclusivism and a
later dominating inclusivism. This dominating inclusivism was in fact real-
ized by the Hasmoneans. In Samaria there were always those who supported
Jerusalem and those who did not.

32. SeeJ.Dyck, “The Ideology of Identity in Chronicles,” Ethnicity and the Bible,
Biblical Interpretation Series 19, ed. Mark Brett (Leiden, E. J. Brill, 1996),
pp. 89-116.
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